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Abstract: The central idea of this paper is to describe and analyze certain practices of Buddhism 
among the Monpas of Tawang region. Beginning with a description, the paper would proceed to 
analyze the continuance of the practices and its linkages with the larger society. Tawang emerges 
in history with the rise of the institution of Dalai Lama in Tibet and the 6
th
 Dalai Lama, Rechen 
Tshangyang Gyatso,(1683-1707) hailing from Tawang, played an instrumental role in putting 
Tawang on the religious map of Tibet. The Monpa societies evinced the powerful cultural impact 
of Tibetan Mahayana Buddhism in its lamaistic form. The monastery was not only for learning 
but also the centre of Buddhist morality and culture and it has worked as a symbol of peace and 
unity towards the Tawang Monpas. The attention and need for the study arise with the religion of 
this region, which played a unique and vital role in the religious life of its people.  In addition to 
religion, which is by and largely influenced by the Mahayana Buddhism, the paper will also focus 
on the political, economic and socio-cultural aspects before and after the transition from tradition 
to modernity. 
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Introduction: 
Arunachal Pradesh popularly known as the land of 
the rising sun is situated on the northeastern tip of 
India stretching from the foothills of eastern 
Himalayas. The state represents the home of 
twenty-six major tribes with a population of about 
thirteen lakhs, according to the census of 2011, and 
some of the major tribes are further divided on the 
basis of dialectical variations. Although the local 
variations is largely visible in their social life, a 
common pattern that runs throughout the state is 
the political aspect, as village council was the basic 
political units in each village till  Panchayat Raj 
was introduced in the year 1967.  
            Tawang lies stiffed between the towering 
Himalayan ranges of Tibet and Bhutan and it 
emerges into history with the rise of the institution 
of Dalai Lama in Tibet and the privilege of 
producing the Lama for the highest spiritual and 
temporal post in Tibet. The 6
th
 Dalai Lama played 
an instrumental role in putting Tawang on the 
religious map of Tibet. One of the peculiarities of 
this region is high altitude characterized by features 
like cultivation of barley and dependence on yak. 
Due to cultural and ethnic influences from the 
north, the region, now dominated by the famous 
Tawang Monastery assumed a character entirely 
different from the other parts of Arunachal 
Pradesh. Until recently there existed a main 
caravan routes which ran through the region of 
Tawang across the Himalayas and monks and nuns 
were infiltrated into the borderland and they 
established themselves among the local Monpas 
tribesmen. The establishment of monasteries and 
the founding of the chieftain in Tawang led to the 
establishment of more Gompas and Ani Gompas to 
disseminate Tibetan culture and tradition. These 
monasteries acted as meditating institution between 
the individuals in a harsh environment. The greater 
tradition in this area is based on classical Tibetan 
language dissimilated by the lamas who are the 
literary elite.  
         Monpas are simple, gentle and courteous 
people and possess a rich cultural heritage and they 
speak the language called Monkit, which belongs 
to the Tibeto- Burman family. (Singh 1995, p.243) 
The Monpas were also called as the lower people 
who live below 3000 altitude and the society of the 
Tawang Monpas has no social division. In terms of 
economy, life stock plays an important role and the 
number of life stocks a person possesses 
determines his socio- economic status. (Norbo 
2004, p.192) Majority of the people follow the 
Tibetan Buddhism of the Gelugpa sect while some 
members of the Monpas still follow the Bon and 
Animism.  
Religion and cultural aspects: 
Mahayana Buddhism is central to Monpas cultural 
life, and due to the establishment of monasteries-
gompas network, large scale cultural transactions 
were possible between Tibet and Tawang and 
further bringing Monpas into the domain of the 
Tibetan Buddhist culture and religion. The 
Kargyupa and Nyingmapa sects made the first 
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monasteries in Tawang and subsequently when the 
Gelugpa sect gained a sovereign stand in Tibet 
Lodre Gyatso, a lama from the Tibetan village of 
Mera, popularly known as Mera Lama set up and 
spread the Gelugpa doctrine among the Monpas of 
Tawang and succeeded in his endeavor with the 




built on high mountains in the pattern of Tibetan 
monasteries which promoted scholars and saints 
who were dedicated to the spreading of noble 
teachings of Lord Buddha. In addition to religion, 
the monasteries and nunneries also served as 
institutions of education where Buddhist 
philosophy, Amchi (Tibetan Medicine), Sanskrit 
and Tibetan language, thangka paintings and other 
disciplines were taught. Monasteries and nunneries 
were the central points of religious life and in the 
Tawang region they were until recently also of 
great social and economic important.     
          Festival forms an important aspect in the 
socio-cultural and religious life of the people of 
Tawang. Most important of all are the festivals and 
pujas where thousands of butter lamps are lit and 
the Gompa altar is decorated with coloured butter 
alpana in complex tantric designs, which mark all 
holy days in the monastery. The Sirkim puja is the 
most important of the Buddhist prayers in Tawang, 
which is recited on almost all occasions, like when 
a Monpa start off a journey, or to ward off ill 
health, or to cure sickness. In some festivals like 
the Choikar (the harvest festival), and Torgya( the 
lama dance festival of the Tawang Gompa), there 
exist some traces of Bon influence and in deep 
primeval sense, Bon practice are not only older, but 
more sacrosanct than the Buddhist because there is 
something demonic about them. There is the fear of 
evil befalling in the mind set of the people that still 
characterizes Tawang. 
        One of the most significant festivals in 
Tawang is known as Losar or New Year. In the 
first day of the celebration, every house is echoed 
with conch-shell and cymbal sound and brightened 
with butter lamps  and after offering prayer in the 
mini temple they go to the Gompa where special 
prayer was arranged by the lamas under the 
guidance of the Abbot or the Rin-po-che. (Kani 
1995, p. 91) Archery, running race, exchanging 
songs etc also contribute to the popularity of the 
festival and it leaves a remarkable sign in the mind 
of the people throughout the year that Losar will 
come again next year with all its mirth and joy. The 
Monpas costumes and dances are quite developed 
in form and style and it give life to the colorful 
celebration of the various festivals in Tawang. The 
Pantomine dances  which has religious and spiritual 
significance, performed by using the mask of 
human, animal or bird etc are very popular among 
the people and during the performance, the 
mystical story is depicted through dance 
expressions. Tawang monastery is the centre of the 
monastic dances and the main purpose of the dance 
is to drive away the evil spirits and bring prosperity 
to the community.  
Socio-economic environment of the Monpas:  
The society of the people of Tawang was highly 
democratic and societies were casteless, but it had a 
division of classes such as chiefs, commoners, 
slaves and freeman. Society was patriarchal with 
primogeniture as the fundamental law for 
inheritance (Dutta 2000, p.13). The traditional 
society of the Monpas was administered by a 
council of six members known as Kenpo or the 
Abbot of Tawang locally known as Trukdri. In 
every Monpa village Gaon Burah was appointed to 
look after the villagers and petty cases were 
decided by the village council and even the lamas 
hold a respectable position in the society. Most of 
the social customs were preformed by the lamas of 
Buddhist monasteries and they even performed 
rituals in homes, in society and in Gompas. All the 
monasteries or gompas in the Tawang showed 
loyalty to Tawang Monasteries.                       In the 
case of education, monasteries performed vital role 
in imparting education among the Monpas, which 
was based on spiritual and religious teachings.  
However, in the case of secular education, the 
socio-culturally advanced Monpas were not free 
from drawbacks. Only recently, when the 
government of India came into direct contact with 
the people of Tawang, formal education was open. 
Arunachal Pradesh since then has started 
implementing many development projects in the 
Tawang district which made them more advance. 
Farming is the traditional basis of Tawang 
Monpa economy and most of the villages are self-
sufficient in food grain. But there are some, whose 
inhabitants have to supplement their farming output 
by earning from other occupations like trade. In 
Tawang there were three kinds of ownership of 
land i.e., the personal land, clan land and village 
land and the Monpas who practiced permanent 
terrace cultivation have strong attachment to 
personal lands. (Bose 1997, p.31) Even the Tawang 
Monastery owns some portion of land which they 
rent it to the local farmers for their livelihood and 
in return the farmers pay a certain amount for using 
the land. It shows a kind of harmonies co-existence 
between the local farmers and the monasteries. 
Breeding of cattle forms an integral part of 
the Monpa farming economy. In the Tawang 
region, some villages lay at an altitude of roughly 
10,000 feet where breeding of yak are far more 
important. In addition to it, there exist some cottage 
industries which produces  surplus for the 
household requirements of the people and also 
product some marketable surplus which consist of  
wooden-musk, religious scrolls called thang-kas 
and a little handmade paper, which are very useful 
for the people as they use these products in their 
religious ceremonies. The production of such items 
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indicates the continuing of Tibetan culture among 
the Monpas.  
The Monpas climatic and geographical 
conditions favored the opening of trade routes 
linking the territory with both Tibet and the plains 
of Assam. Trade between Tibet and India via 
Tawang continued throughout the British period. 
The Tawang Monpas have long-standing trade 
relation with her neighbouring area like 
Sherdukpens, Dirang Monpas, Lish Monpas and 
But Monpas. The main items of trading among 
them were milk products, wool, earthen pots, 
radishes, maize, rice, clothes and other textiles. 
Buddhism in the everyday life of the people: 
Generally the people Tawang are simple, 
hardworking and generous and much of the credit 
for these personalities goes to the belief in 
Buddhist ideology. They believe in reincarnation or 
rebirth and since the future incarnation or rebirth of 
every individual  depends upon what he or she sow 
in this birth it gives them an idea to live a life away 
from all the cruel activities so that in their next 
birth they will born in a higher realm. Giving taxes 
to the monasteries in the form of land, rice, ghee 
also shows their motivation to have a better life 
now and in their next birth. The monasteries and 
lamas plays a vital role in all the activities of the 
people, so to say all the activities from the time a 
person is born till death the people approach the 
lamas, which shows how much the Monpas give 
importance to the lamas who are considered as the 
holy man. Today, even thought the importance of 
the monasteries and lamas are deteriorating due to 
the establishment of secular political institutions in 
the region, in the socio-cultural aspects the people 
still seek for the advice of the lamas. It can be 
proved by the fact that even today the Monpas seek 
lamas during the thirteenth and then the subsequent 
twelfth years such as the twenty- fifth, thirty-seven 
etc of an individual life which are believe as loka, 
when every individual suffer from different sorts of 
calamities. (Sarkar 1980, p.80)  In order to 
safeguard from it they ask opinion from a lama and 
according to his advice they do certain rituals like 
arranging a special prayer or setting up a prayer 
flag in the auspicious day.  
  Before the coming of Buddhism the 
people of Monpas followed the Bon religion but 
when Buddhism was introduced, the Monpas were 
influence by the new religion and they started 
following the Tibetan Buddhism leaving behind 
their old faith. But whenever they experience 
misfortune in their life they always thought that it 
was because of the negligence of the earlier gods 
that they are punishing them and so with the 
console of the lamas some of the earlier gods were 
considered to worship according to the Buddhist 
rituals. In every day to do activities the people 
approached the lamas and a text contain Dretsi is 
read out by the lamas for that. The lamas consult 
Kartsi text for instructions about birth and Naktsi 
for death (Sarkar 1980, p.83) which is the 
astrological text from Tibet. 
           The people of Monpas do not have any 
rituals to observed everyday only the religious 
minded people usually the old folks manage some 
time to tell the rosary and offer lamp in the 
gompas, which are built generally in the entire 
Monpas household. Every month the eighth, 
fifteenth and thirtieth days are regarded as holy day 
when fishing and hunting are avoided. For the old 
folk these days are spent by visiting monasteries 
and telling rosary and twirl the prayer wheels. 
People are engaged in making Thanka painting, 
woodcarving, weaving signifying the importance of 
their religion as these are the living tradition of 
Tibetan Buddhist influence which is continuing 
even today.   
           Monpas are very religious in nature as they 
never sacrifice animals for rituals instead they use 
the produce of animal like butter for performing the 
rituals.  Wholeheartedly they give tax to the 
monasteries for the upkeep and maintenance of the 
lamas and monasteries. Taxes are collected more in 
the region where rice growing is advance then the 
other areas. Lamas are highly regarded in the 
society by the people as they are considered as holy 
man, the reincarnate one for the welfare of the 
people. The life of the Monpas are largely centered 
on the Tawang monastery which is not only 
regarded for learning but also centre for Buddhist 
morality and culture and it has worked as a symbol 
of peace and unity towards all people of Tawang. 
Modernity and development: changing socio-
economic structure and lifestyle: 
For a long time the state of Arunachal Pradesh as a 
whole was remain closed to any external influence 
due to which there exist no appreciable industries 
or infrastructural set up in this region. With the 
course of time the state of Arunachal Pradesh 
experience a growing isolation and peripheral 
treatment from the mainstream in various 
developments. But, after the Indo- Chinese border 
conflicts in the early 1960’s, the state experienced 
major political and economic changes. The initial 
step towards the state of Arunachal Pradesh was 
made by the government of India mainly due to the 
political importance of the region and this 
inevitably led to the development of 
communication network, particularly extension of 
roadways in the inaccessible areas of most of the 
remote district of which Tawang was a part. Thus, 
the magi co- religious world of the local tribes 
began to be affected by these so-called modern 
efforts. 
With the passage of time, English 
language was adopted as the official language and 
medium of instruction in schools and colleges in all 
parts of Arunachal Pradesh including Tawang. The 
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spread of English education resulted in making the 
people aware of the needs of preserving their 
unique identities while freeing themselves from the 
traditional customary aloofness in a balanced way 
to usher in a healthy development. There has been 
definitely a positive transformation of their society, 
in terms of education, cultural transmission, and 
modernization. (Parhi 1998, p.60) No doubt, the 
society has worked hard to reach the last phase of 
development without passing through the usual 
stage that every civilization ought to go through. 
From the earlier time, the entire tribal 
population depended on agriculture on which the 
tribal economy was based. Marketing of 
agricultural and other tribal products were the 
major problem faced by the tribal’s in the state 
because of the absence of proper infrastructures 
and transportation facilities. In these situations, a 
new pattern of organized rural markets viz., 
LAMPS, have taken up the important task of 
processing and marketing the agricultural surplus 
product of the local people for their economic 
betterment. LAMPS is also known as Integrated 
Credit-Cum-Marketing Societies under the co-
operative section, to provide package of marketing, 
distribution and credit services to the tribal’s at a 
single point. Even in Tawang an organized rural 
market known as ‘TAWANG LAMPS’ was 
established for the benefits of the people. It was 
organized in 1979 by converting general store into 
LAMPS followed by the recommendation of Bawa 
(committee) to undertake multifarious activities. 
(Mahalingam and Rajendran 1991, p.159-169) 
Gradually, the state opened the gates for the 
outsiders and it has started reaping benefits. 
Tawang, known for its pristinely attractive natural 
splendors, rich bio-diversity, hotspot for adventure 
and its colorful religious festival has succeeded in 
arresting the appeal of the tourist to explore the 
unexplored. This led to a boom in the tourism 
sector and widened the employment opportunities 
for the locals. With the development process, the 
infrastructure and transportation of the region also 
improved with the help of which the marketing of 
agricultural surplus products also improved.  This 
later enhanced the living standard of the local 
people. 
Initially, before the new trends of 
development influence the living condition of the 
people of Tawang, the Monpa men were engaged 
in rearing the herds by taking them to long distance 
in search of pasture, leaving behind their family in 
the village. Today, with the influence of modernity 
most of the traditional herders are becoming 
sedentary cultivators.                                 The 
linkage between the spatial patterns and changing 
socio-economic processes are still not very clear, 
but the impact of these changes on the rangelands 
and forests of the region are certainly visible. 
(Fazooque and Rao 2001, p.173) 
 Many infrastructural facilities like 
schools, health centre, and financial institution 
have come up in Tawang alone with the expansion 
of urbanization which gradually affected the 
younger generation of both the nomadic and 
sedentary Monpas. They became more aware of 
jobs and opportunities available in the expanding 
urban areas and began to discard their traditional 
values, including those based on the principles of 
equity and sustainability deeply rooted in 
Mahayana Buddhism. Tawang is famous for its 
large monastic settlement but with the advent of 
modernization the people needs has change and it 
seriously challenges the age old settlement pattern 
of the monastic life. Nowadays, the people of 
Tawang are not keen enough to send their sons to 
monastery which led to reduce in population of 
monks in the monasteries.  
The reutilization of the monasteries in the 
form of tourist spot as well as providing western 
education alone with the religious studies achieve a 
lot of appreciation as the people come here to date 
the spiritual, culture, tradition and nature. New 
values with more profit and consumption oriented 
thinking replaced those older values and 
encouraged young Monpas to migrate increasingly 
to urban areas and abandon nomadic pastoralism 
for other occupations leading to a rapid decrease in 
the number of animals raised in the region.  The 
most notable feature about the people of Tawang is 
the rapid strides they have made in the path of 
modernization and socio-economic achievement.  
Modernized roads were constructed for 
the motor in Tawang and even market economy 
was introduced resulting in a regular supply of 
variety of foods, industrial manufactured clothes 
and household appliances. This was followed by 
the improvement in the living standard of the 
people in terms of health, sanitation, education and 
communication. Gradually, there was an expansion 
of urban areas and a number of new urban centers 
sprang up, leading to a corresponding change in the 
region, including their food habits and resource use 
patterns. (Fazooque and Rao 2001, p.170)
 
The 
economy of the Monpa nomads who were engaged 
in selling milk product to sustain their living were 
severely attacked by the more hygienically packed 
milk products, as the people preferred this milk that 
is readily available in the market. 
In the traditional polyandrous households 
the Monpas believed that with more male members 
in the family would bring more income to the 
household. But, with the abandonment of 
polyandry it reduces the income of the families, 
leading to difficulties in meeting the need of all the 
people. According to monastery records, only 35% 
of the entire Monpa population now practices 
polyandry, and still there are who do not disclose it 
to outsiders, as it is considered to be backward. 
(Fazooque and Rao 2001, p.171) 
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Nowadays many Monpa prefer to work in 
anywhere rather than looking after their herds in 
the forests and mountains leading to a rapid 
decrease in the number of animals reared in the 
region. Today, large number of former herders 
shifted their occupation by taking up sedentary 
cultivation or left the countryside and migrated to 
urban areas. The regulations of using resource, 
limiting the pressure on grazing and forest 
resources, mobilization of the community, were 
greatly facilitated by the Monpa pastoral 
community. As a result, the formal and informal 
control of the Monpa community over their 
resources has disappeared. In the new arrangement, 
a few individuals who are closely associated with 
the state officials have managed to obtain 
government permission to trade in non-timber 
forest produce. These contractors, though they are 
Monpa, stay outside their community and region, 
have changed the structure of land tenure and have 
alienated the community from its own resources. 
In the process of adopting globalization 
the most notable achievement that the people of 
Tawang achieve is the rapid stride they have made 
in the path of modernizing socio-economic aspects. 
Here, we find a group of hardy mountain people 
who, in the span of around 30 years have achieved 
what many primitive groups elsewhere could not in 
300 years (Kar 1980, p.24). 
Conclusion: 
The practice of Buddhism is clearly noticed among 
the Monpas of Tawang where there is considerable 
input of Buddhist ideas and values in polity and 
everyday life. This is seen in all the phases of 
everyday life, but the incorporation of new ideas 
was not always been smooth. In the case of 
everyday life of the Monpas, we see that the 
incorporation with the Indian Union has presented 
a new situation or transition to new political 
realities. Secondly, the end of old Tibet in 1959 on 
account of the Chinese invasion, saw that Lhasa 
was no longer a reference point for the Buddhist 
since  His Holiness the 14
th
 Dalai Lama fled in 
exile to India. In this scenario, there was no going 
back and there was no way out, other than 
modernization. So gradually it started to contact 
with the greater world bringing about various 
developments for the betterment and comfortable 
lifestyle of the people of Tawang. It cannot be 
justified that there was no tension in the region 
while striving towards modernity as tension is 
traceable, as it exist a peculiar kind of culture and 
tradition where people were more acquainted with 
the achievement of spiritual values.  
Previously, it was assumed that tradition 
has no function in performing development and 
that tradition had to be replaced by modernity 
which was considered as a hindrance to 
development. However, from the late 20
th
 century, 
neither revolution nor modernization had 
completely replaced tradition, and it has been 
proved that tradition can be a lubricated 
development. At this advancing and transformation 
age, still the religious life of the Monpas are 
affiliated with the Buddhism and Tawang 
Monastery and they  follow and respect the rites 
and rituals which are based on the religious belief. 
The lamas or the monks are still respected in the 
region and they are continually doing all the rituals 
practices for the achievement of various aspects of 
the individual, family, and society. The lamas in 
Tawang, who were religious oriented and confine 
their entire life doing only the religious activities 
have paved ways to the modernity. Today they 
learn to share the monasteries with the outside 
world leading  a great achievement in the tourist 
field as Tawang is covered by the beauty of nature, 
monasteries in the hill top and colorful prayer flags 
flying high everywhere bringing the whole region 
into a single realms and giving the people immense 
joy and peace of mine. 
The Monpas of Tawang are oriented to 
Buddhism, which is a world religion, and they used 
a large-scale organized activity which has 
increased their self-discipline. Being aware of the 
essentiality of modernization by the people, the 
traditional learned classes have made easy 
transition from tradition to modernization. In the 
case of the Tawang, we see that the high literate 
culture exemplified by the Lamas and Anis, makes 
it easy for the Monpas transition to modernization. 
Secondly, Tibetan monastic culture exhibit high 
degrees of discipline, reutilization and urbanization 
that may be technically similar to modern 
requirements of reutilization. We thus see that 
largely there is a harmonious blend of tradition and 
modernity although there exist some tension. In the 
ultimate analysis, we can see that Buddhism has 
adapted itself to modern conditions as evidenced by 
the development here.  
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